In this chapter, I am primarily interested in exploring the performance of national and regional identity through the adaptation of national literature and folklore in the screen adaptation process. The two recent films I use as my main focus adapt a convict confession from nineteenthcentury Tasmania in various ways. These films are adaptations of an historical event -although one which depends on the reliability or otherwise of a first-person confession, itself recorded by more than one individual -and mediated through repeated fictionalized recreations since its occurrence. The films are therefore not adaptations in any straightforward sense; but they are adaptations all the same because they rely on an original event for their wider meanings. They represent also an accumulation of the meanings and morals ascribed to this confession; they are 'political' in their impact, in that they both revise and entrench particular views of Tasmanian history they rely on for their meaning. As films, they deploy recognizable film genres to facilitate the symbolic structures they wish to foreground, including horror and docu-drama; additionally, both films exploit the broader notion of the 'Tasmanian gothic' to add specific weight to their meanings.
of the main penal settlements, add a forbidding atmosphere to the state's past. But these events, coupled with broader images and beliefs about what it means to be Australian, still lend additional meanings to Australian cultural productions that might of themselves be seen as having a political impact on how identity, national belonging, and historical memory are played out on the contemporary cultural scene. As Dermody and Jacka note in their influential account of the Australian film industry:
'Australianness' is a powerful construct . As a call to some kind of national consciousness, to a generalized consensus about national 'type', behavior and identity, it is a political construct or at least a construct in the service of a political idea, however undeclared the idea may be. (1987, p. 35) This 'political' idea, as Dermody and Jacka imply, is not always overt. In much Australian literature and film, similar anxieties are played out to varying effects and from varying ideological perspectives, but at its heart identity becomes a framing device. In this chapter I will look at what two films say about the changing face of Australian/Tasmanian identity, and what postcolonial anxieties seem to endure, through two cinema adaptations of the confessions of Alexander Pearce. 
Adapting Alexander Pearce
Alexander Pearce was an Irishman deported to Van Diemen's Land (as Tasmania was known until 1856) for stealing. He escaped from Sarah Island in Macquarie Harbour on the West Coast of the state with seven other prisoners, and hunger led them to draw lots to see who would be sacrificed as food for the others. By a mixture of luck and fortitude, Pearce was ultimately the last man standing, and on his recapture some weeks later confessed to his cannibalism, but was not believed. He escaped a second time with one other convict, Thomas Cox, and when he was recaptured, some of Cox's body parts were found in Pearce's pockets. On this instance he was tried and hanged for murdering and eating Cox in 1824. It was not only his cannibalism that captured popular attention, but also his success in surviving and remaining free for 113 days during his first escape attempt.
Ever since this confession reached the public domain, Pearce was both hero and villain; his breaking of the ultimate taboo horrified his contemporaries, who associated such practices with the rituals of exotic and farflung tribes; his skull even found its way into the collection of American
